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Background and aims
Socio-spatial disparities are a persistent reality in Europe (Musterd, 2005; Cassiers and
Kesteloot, 2012) and increasingly a matter of public policy concern (Kleinhans, 2004;
Galster, 2007; Bolt, 2009). In fact, an extensive literature has shown that the physical
separation of deprived minorities can be a considerable threat to social cohesion (Cassiers
and Kesteloot, 2012), hindering citizen participation (Kühn, 2015), access to jobs (An-
dersson, 2004; Dujardin et al., 2008) and to education (Andersson and Malmberg, 2014),
and occasionally leading to urban unrest and riots (Olzak et al., 1996; Malmberg et al.,
2014)
Belgium scores high in socio-spatial disparities in the European context (Musterd,

2005). At the scale of the country, an important concentration of deprived populations
in the old industrial belt (Mons–Charleroi–Liege) contrasts with the well-off suburban
areas around the cities of Brussels, Antwerp and Ghent (Hermia and Eggerickx, 2012).
Spatial inequalities are especially high in Brussels: in the past decades, the European
capital has attracted both working migrants from non-Western countries and high-profile
expats involved in the international institutions (UE, NATO), a situation that reinforces
segregation in the city (Kesteloot and Van der Haegen, 1997). These socio-spatial
inequalities have an attested negative impact on individual chances in the Brussels labour
market (Dujardin et al., 2008)

The vast majority of the existing studies have examined socio-spatial disparities based
on predefined administrative units such as municipalities, neighbourhoods and statistical
wards. Such units often differ in size, function and distribution across different regions
and over time. This problem, known as Modifiable Areal Unit Problem (MAUP), affects
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any quantitative analyses of segregation (Openshaw, 1984; Wong, 2004; Reardon and
O’Sullivan, 2004). What is more, administrative units might blur spatial inequalities
occurring at finer levels and conceal the real pockets of poverty and wealth.

The purpose of this paper is to identify the pockets of poverty and wealth in Belgium and
in Brussels. Using a nearest-neighbours approach to construct egocentric neighbourhoods,
our research allows the observation of socio-spatial disparities at highly detailed level,
independently of fixed administrative units.

Data and methods
The construction of egocentric neighbours is made possible by the availability of geocoded
data from the 2011 Belgian Census. Our approach consists in expanding a geographical
buffer around grids of 100×100 metres, until the buffer contains a pre-determined number
of neighbours (Östh et al., 2015). Since our aim is to find pockets of poverty and wealth
at a fine level, we will focus on the 200 to 800 nearest neighbours, which represent the
immediate surroundings of individuals. The sample of neighbours obtained from this
procedure is then used to compute a set of socioeconomic indicators:

• share of neighbours at risk of poverty (i.e. with income lower than 60% of the
national median);

• share neighbours with high income (i.e. highest decile);
• share of persons 25–64 years old who have completed tertiary education;
• share of persons 30–59 years old in employment;
• share of persons who received social assistance in 2011.
In a fist step, we will use these indicators in an hierarchical clustering analysis in

order to study the spatial distribution of the different dimensions of social inequality.
The mapping of the clusters will reveal the most important spatial concentrations of
both deprived and well-off populations in Belgium with an unparalleled level of detail.
Moreover, both the ethnical and socioeconomic composition of the clusters will be
assessed.

Next, we will focus on Brussels and investigate different aspects of the areas where the
most poor and the most rich are located. To do so, we will rely on several indicators
available at the level of the 118 quarters (quartiers) of the city:

• political representation;
• access to public transport;
• evolution of housing prices;
• availability of child daycare;
• frequentation of streets;
• availability of social housing.

In studying these indicators, we intend to produce a clearer picture of the structural
conditions in the pockets of poverty and wealth inside the city.
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Preliminary findings and future work
At this point, we have constructed the egocentric neighbourhoods and calculated several
indicators of the neighbourhood socioeconomic composition (share of people with tertiary
education, employment and social assistance) as well as ethnic composition (share of
first- and second-generation migrants of EU and non-EU origin). The data related to
income (share of neighbours at risk of poverty and the share of neighbours with high
income) are not yet available to us; however, we are working in close collaboration with
Statistics Belgium and we expect to obtain these data very shortly.
The first maps produced with egocentric neighbourhoods for Belgium (figure 1) show

the interesting spatial patterns of poverty and wealth. In particular, the maps depict the
striking concentration of low-educated populations and low levels of employment in the
old industrial belt in Wallonia, as well as in the northern part of the Brussels-Capital-
Region. These areas are highly contrasted with the well-off south-east of Brussels and
the rich sub-urban areas around the capital.
The clustering analysis will allow to better explore these patterns in a multidimen-

sional perspective, taking into account different measures of socioeconomic inequalities.
Moreover, the detailed study of socio-spatial disparities in Brussels should elucidate the
structural and political conditions in the most segregated areas of the capital.
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(a) People with tertiary education among the 800 nearest neighbours

(b) People in employment among the 3,200 nearest neighbours

Figure 1: Patterns of socio-spatial inequalities in Belgium using egocentric neighbourhoods

4



Kesteloot, C. and Van der Haegen, H. Foreigners in Brussels 1981–1991: Spatial
Continuity and Social Change. Tijdschrift voor Economische en Sociale Geografie, 88
(2):105–119, 1997.

Kleinhans, R. Social implications of housing diversification in urban renewal: A review
of recent literature. Journal of Housing and the Built Environment, 19:367–390, 2004.

Kühn, Manfred. Peripheralization: Theoretical Concepts Explaining Socio-Spatial In-
equalities. European Planning Studies, 23(2):367–378, 2015.

Malmberg, B.; Andersson, E. K., and Bergsten, Z. Composite Geographical Context and
School Choice Attitudes in Sweden: A Study Based on Individually Defined, Scalable
Neighborhoods. Annals of the Association of American Geographers, 104(4):869–888,
2014.

Musterd, S. Social and Ethnic Segregation in Europe: Levels, Causes and Effects. Journal
of Urban Affairs, 27(3):331–348, 2005.

Olzak, S.; S., Shanahan;, and McEneaney, E. H. Poverty, Segregation, and Race Riots:
1960 to 1993. American Sociological Review, 61(4):590–613, 1996.

Openshaw, S. The modifiable areal unit problem. Concepts and Techniques in Modern
Geography, 38(Geo Books, Norwich), 1984.

Östh, J.; William, A. V., and Malmberg, B. Measuring the Scale of Segregation Using
k-Nearest Neighbor Aggregates. Geographical Analysis, 47(1):1–16, 2015.

Reardon, S. F. and O’Sullivan, D. Measures of Spatial Segregation. Sociological Method-
ology, 34(1):121–162, 2004.

Wong, D. W. S. Comparing Traditional and Spatial Segregation Measures: A Spatial
Scale Perspective. Urban Geography, 25:66–82, 2004.

5


